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Female And Male 
Accounting Students
Managerial Ability and 
Professional Attitudes
By E.A. Cumpstone, Bruce R. Dixon and David B. Taylor
An increasing number of women 
are studying business subjects at 
tertiary level. In particular, this has 
been evidenced by the number of 
women studying accounting at an 
undergraduate level. For example, of 
students graduating with a Bachelor 
of Management Studies degree at 
the University of Waikato, in 
Hamilton, New Zealand, the propor­
tion of females majoring in account­
ing has more than doubled from 4 
percent in 1977 to 9 percent in 1979 
and the trend is continuing.
This situation has created some 
interest as to the type of personality 
and academic ability of women who 
are choosing accountancy as a po­
tential career. In particular, this in­
terest has focused on how women 
compare with their male colleagues 
on various characteristics. For ex­
ample, a study comparing the per­
sonality factors of female and male 
articled clerks undertaken by 
Osman [1973] concluded that “in 
personality it seems that women ar­
ticled clerks are as good as their 
male colleagues.’’ Pfeifer and 
Shapiro [1978] in a survey of female 
and male M.B.A. students at 
Montreal universities using the 
Californian Psychological Inventory 
Test found that only minor 
differences existed. The article 
concluded, “As for the belief that 
women have different personalities 
that disqualify them for responsible 
executive positions, let’s just dismiss 
that myth as an ‘old husband’s 
tale.’ ”
Recently in this journal Fraser et 
al. [1978] compared the academic 
performance of female and male 
accounting majors, and found that 
women performed somewhat better 
than males in undergraduate ac­
counting courses. They also exam­
ined personality differences 
between female and male account­
ing students using Edwards Per­
sonality Preference Schedule and 
found that of the fifteen charac­
teristics measured significant 
differences were found on only six. 
They concluded, “Women in ac­
counting do differ however, in some 
important respects from other col­
lege women. They have higher 
needs for achievement and for order, 
and have more endurance relative to 
other college-age women. These 
traits would seem desirable for jobs 
in public accounting.’’
The purpose of this paper is to 
compare the managerial ability of 
female and male accounting stu­
dents and also their respective at­
titudes towards the accounting 
profession.
Managerial Ability
As accounting is often used as a 
method of entering the managerial 
ranks, employers and those involved 
in staff or personnel development 
should be aware of the managerial 
talents of accounting students. Such 
information would assist employers 
to place females and males in posi­
tions that would capitalize on their 
particular managerial strengths. 
Similarly staff development should 
build upon those strengths while 
assisting in the elimination of weak­
nesses.
The Self-Description Inventory 
developed by Ghiselli [1971] was 
used as the research instrument to 
determine the managerial traits of 
female and male accounting stu­
dents. The Self-Description Inven­
tory is a measure which has been 
shown to relate characteristics of in­
dividuals with managerial success. 
Respondents complete a ques­
tionaire in which they have to select 
from 64 pairs of words, 32 adjectives 
they feel describe them favorably 
and 32 adjectives which they feel 
describe them unfavorably.
The responses are scored against 
thirteen managerial traits which play 
varying roles in determing man­
agerial success. The managerial 
traits are divided into three 
classifications, managerial abilities, 
personality traits, and motivations. 
Table 1 details the traits and Table 2 
lists their importance in regard to 
managerial talent.
The Ghiselli measure has been 
used in a number of studies deter­
mining the managerial talent of man­
agers from various functional back­
grounds, for example, personnel, 
financial, production, and marketing 
managers. [Miner & Miner, 1976] 
[Elliott & Margerison, 1977].
Studies have also compared the 
results obtained using the Ghiselli 
measure with different groups; for 
example, Elliott and Margerison 
[1977] compared the results of 
marketing managers to managers in 
other fields including personnel, 
production, finance and administra­
tion. Miner [1976] compared the 
results of managers to those of stu­
dents while Taylor and Dixon [1980] 
have compared the results of 
marketing students to other man­
agement students.
A total of 198 accounting students 
in the School of Management
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TABLE 1




















Need for high financial 
reward
Need for power
The capacity to direct the work 
of others, to organise and to 
integrate their activities so that the 
goal of the work can be attained.
The capabilities of judgment and 
reasoning and the capacity to deal 
with ideas, abstractions and 
concepts.
The capacity to begin action, to 
act independently and to see 
courses of action not readily 
apparent to others.
The extent to which an individual 
perceives himself to be effective in 
dealing with the problems that 
confront him.
The willingness to make a 
decision.
The degree to which a person 
has a feeling of kinship and 
understanding with people “on the 
shop floor.”
The state at which the processes 
of development are complete so 
that there is no further natural 
growth or improvement.
The manifestation of traits, 
perceptions or other qualities 
associated with the opposite sex.
The level of occupational 
attainment the individual 
seems to be striving for.
An indication of the extent to 
which the individual needs and 
wants to use his talents to the 
fullest.
The need to be protected 
from adverse conditions or 
circumstances.
The extent of an individual’s 
desire to monetary gain from 
work.
The need to seek positions and 
circumstances where an 
individual can direct and control 
the activities of others.
J
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TABLE 2
Personality Measures and Their Importance 




Measures of ability Supervisory ability 100
Intelligence 64
Initiative 34
Measures of Self assurance 62
personality traits Decisiveness 61
Working class affinity 47
Maturity 5
Masculinity/femininity 0
Measures of Achievement motivation 76
motivational traits Self-actualisation 63
Job security 54
Need for high financial reward 20
Need for power 10
aImportance value
Source: Ghiselli
100 = very important
0 = plays no part in managerial talent













Supervisory ability 26.12 26.82† —.39
Occupational achievement 32.89 33.98† —.63
Intelligence 36.01 37.58† —.90
Self-actualisation 10.24 10.12 + .62
Self-assurance 24.07 24.14† —.40
Decisiveness 18.48 18.22 + .14
Need for security 14.32 14.221 + .53
Working class affinity 14.52 14.301 + .12
Initiative 28.51 27.46 + .56
Need for high financial reward 6.89 6.68† + .96
Need for power 11.10 11.48† —.21
Maturity 28.18 28.10 + .42
†Higher female mean
* Negatively correlated with managerial talent
Studies at the University of Waikato 
completed the Self-Description In­
ventory. Of the sample 50 were 
female and 148 were male. An 
accounting student was defined as a 
student undertaking a course of 
study that would meet the educa­
tional requirements of the New 
Zealand Society of Accountants.
The mean scores for each man­
agerial trait are shown in Table 3.
All the managerial traits have 
been considered except for 
masculinity-femininity. Interestingly, 
according to Ghiselli’s research, the 
trait masculinity-femininity played 
no part in determining managerial 
talent. The trait failed to:
(a) distinguish between managers 
and line supervisors, as well as 
failing to distinguish between 
line supervisors and line 
workers;
(b) distinguish successful man­
agers from less successful 
managers.
Female accounting students 
scored most favorably in eight of the 
twelve traits considered. As indi­
cated in Table 3, three of the Ghiselli 
traits are negatively correlated with 
managerial talent, thus low scores 
on these traits indicate greater man­
agerial talent. It should be noted that 
females scored higher on super­
visory ability, occupational achieve­
ment and intelligence. These are the 
three traits which are considered to 
be most important in relation to man­
agerial talent.
The results were tested for statisti­
cal significance using the t-test but 
none of the differences were signifi­
cant. The results are shown in 
Table 3.
The conclusion from these results 
is that there is very little difference 
between the managerial abilities of 
male and female accounting stu­
dents. This supports Ghiselli’s belief 
that “the trait of masculinity­
femininity plays no part whatsoever 
in managerial talent." It appears that 
the results of this study confirm the 
findings of previous research that 
suggest there is no significant 
difference between female and male 
students on personality and related 
factors.
Attitudes Toward The 
Accounting Profession
Some research has already ex­
plored the attitudes of male and 
female accounting students to the 
accounting profession. For example, 
StolIe [1976] surveyed and compared 
the attitudes of accounting students 
to public and industrial accountants.
The students who completed the 
Self-Description Inventory also indi­
cated on a five-point Likert-type 
scale, their level of agreement to six 
statements concerning the account­
ing profession. The mean scores 
are shown in Table 4 separated 
into male and female accounting 
students.
Female accounting students 
scored slightly higher than male ac­
counting students on the statement 
“Accounting attracts people with a 
high degree of initiative,” whereas 
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females scored lower than males on 
comparable Ghiselli trait. The differ­
ence is merely one of perception.
The differences in mean scores 
between males and females were not 
significant except for the statement 
“Accounting offers a satisfying 
career’’ (see Table 4). Female ac­
counting students think that ac­
counting offers a satisfying career, 
whereas male accounting students 
feel that such a career is less satisfy­
ing. A possible reason for this is that 
in New Zealand there has been re­
cently a large increase in the num­
ber of women studying accounting. 
This, coupled with the fact men have 
traditionally dominated the account­
ing profession, may make such a 
career more challenging for women. 
Conclusion
The results of the research 
reported in this paper support pre­
vious findings which indicate that 
female and male students do not 
differ significantly on psychological 
characteristics. It is important that 
the employers of accountants recog­
nize these factors when they are 
employing staff. The position of the 
accounting profession should be as 
appropriately described by Osman 
[1973], “A profession based on 
ethicality and business acumen 
should utilise all possible means to 
ensure that no person is denied op­
portunities on other grounds, e.g., 
socio-economic status, sex, 
race....”
This is especially true when 
female accounting students hold 
quite positive attitudes to the pro­
fession. It is important that this
TABLE 4 













1. Accountants have a high 
professional status.
4.14 4.1 + .27
2. Accounting is a challenging 
career.
4.12 4.2 — .30
3. Accounting attracts people who 
are well educated.
3.47 3.34 + .67
4. Accountants avoid taking risks. 2.86 2.84 + .10
5. Accounting attracts people with 
a high degree of initiative.
3.95 4.06 — .69
6. Accounting offers a satisfying 3.63 3.96 —2.26
career.
*P<0.05
The higher the score the stronger the agreement with the statement.
enthusiasm is not diminished by 
anachronistic policies towards the 
employment of females. Ω
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